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LITERATURE AS AFFECTED BY SCIENCE.
The innovations made by science upon other modes of thought and 
study within the last half century are without a parallel in the histoi 
of human progress. It has swept away many of our most cherished con­
victions, hoary with the dust of ages, and left others in their places 
entirely irreconcilable with them. Marching on with the might and maj­
esty of a conqueror, it has spread dismay in the ranks of opposing 
forces, and caused a complete surrender in its favor of many of those 
who were most hostile to it. Nor has it taken the field in an aggres­
sive or bellicose spirit. On the contrary, almost all its conquests 
have been made without any design of inspiring opposition or terror, 
and while engaged in pursuits that of all others require for their 
prosecution the most philosophic temper.
It might be easily shown by the comparison, were this essential 
to my design, that in the three great departments of human study,name­
ly those of science, religion and literature, the cultivators of science 
have always shown a disposition to be more tolerant of opposition and 
more lenient toward their enemies than those engaged in either of the
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other pursuits.
It might be shown that religious controversies and the animos­
ities engendered by them, hold the first rank in the scale of bitter­
ness. Next come those of a literary nature, which in the last century 
were scarcely less implacable, while with a few exceptions the great 
problems that have engaged the attention of scientists have been sing­
ularly free from heated and acrimonious discussions.
Much of this serene treatment of scientific subjects is due no 
doubt to their peculiar nature. In a given investigation the truth 
must sooner or later come to light. Either the investigation will have 
to be abandoned altogether because it is found to be beyond the pro­
vince of the human understanding or the problem will eventually be sol­
ved. In either event, long continued doubt and uncertainty can not hang 
over the result. Hence, few will venture, if so disposed,to cast ridi- 
ctile upon efforts which may be crowned with success and which may in 
the end expose the scoffers to similar reproaches.
Besides, the study of science which is the Study of nature, en­
gages the mind in the study and comtemplation of truth, and it has been 
well said, "Truth is without passion." The little asperitus, therefore, 
which ruffle other controversial natures find scarcely any lodgment 
in the breast of him who searches after experimental truth.
And such would be the effect produced upon the students of the­
ology and literature were their conclusions capable of verification 
like those of the scientist. But dealing for the most part with ab-
3stract subjects which in the nature of things can not be subjected to 
rigid mathematical tests, they find themselves afloat upon a wide sea 
of conjecture in which faith and imagination are almost the only guide 
At this triumphant entry and career of Science upon the stage of mod­
ern thought, religion is the only power that has as yet sounded the 
notes of alarm, or assumed any very hostile attitude. Nor could she 
well do otherwise, because one by one she has seen her adherents fall­
ing away from her, and joining the ranks of her ostensible adversary 
and one by one, she has seen some of the fairest portions of her ter­
ritory invaded and either falling a prey to anarchy and dissolutions, 
or rudely wrested from her. In vain she has cried out for help or trie 
to throw up barriers against this invasion. The sapping and mining 
process has nevertheless gone on, so that, if in the next half century 
the progress of science shall make as great inroads upon the prevail­
ing popular belief as it has made within the last, it is safe to pre­
dict that only a moiety of it will be left or what is more probable, 
it will be changed into something more consonant with the new scienti­
fic discoveries and with what is called " the spirit of the age."
If the changes thus following in the wake of physical discovery 
have been so marked and significant upon one of the interesting bran­
ches of human knowledge to which allusion has been made, how has it 
fared with the other, which if not so wide spread in its influences 
can not nevertheless be affected in its character or career without pro­
ducing results of the greatest consequences.
4Has literature as well as religion felt the wand of the mighty 
magician? And is it likely in the future, to be retarded in its growth 
crippled in its strength or to any extent diverted from its purpose by 
this onward and sweeping march of science? These are questions of so 
much importance that the candid consideration of them can not be with­
out its interest if not without its profit.
The commonwealth of literature embraces many states and distinc1 
divisions of which only those are particularly referred to, that are 
usually comprehended under the title of polite or elegant literature, 
including works of the imagination such as poetry and fiction as well 
as authentic narratives set off as in history, with the graces of pol­
ished composition. Limited to even this, descriptive literature has 
performed such an important part in administering to the instruction 
and delight of the world that we could not afford to see it banished 
even though a more efficient teacher should occupy its place. Nor can 
such a fate now in reality overtake it. Even should the number of its 
votaries ever be diminished or should it ever fall into hands too fee­
ble to sustain it, we would still have access to the ancient well- 
springs of its power, whose waters though incapable of extension can 
yet never run dry. It is a consolation to know that, though it may be 
impossible to add any thing of sterling value to what has already been 
written, the great works of literary genius treasured up in so many 
different languages, can never be taken away from us, and that their 
influence survives the manifold changes that happen to society in so
5many other respects.
Now if it be true- that complaint of Labruy'ere- that "we are 
come into the world too late to produce anything new, that nature and 
life are preoccupied and that description and sentiment have been long 
exhausted," if it be true that literary labor in times past, has spent 
itself in producing those wonderful creations which by common consent 
of mankind, stand as the highest models of composition and the highest 
types of literary excellence, then we must conclude that literature ha 5 
reached its climax and fulfilled its mission and that consequently 
there is no reason to regret its decadence.
Better employ the measure of strength and talent with which we 
are endowed in exploring new lands and cultivating new soils, than 
waste them in a field that is already gleaned of its harvests, and ex­
hausted of its fertility. To such a gloomy view of the present condi­
tion and future prospects of literature, many men of sound judgment 
are unwilling to subscribe. And yet it seems to me if they carefully 
consider the subject especially in connection with the new direction 
which has been given of late years to the studies and aspirations of 
the noblest minds, they must see good reason for modifying their judg­
ment.
Let us examine it for a few moments with respect to two of the 
departments of letters that are regarded among scholars at least with 
the highest esteem and veneration of any- I mean poetry and history.
We find a large number of timorous souls, who believe that science, in
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explaining everything as they singularly fancy will destroy the possibifL 
ity of poetry, of the novel, in short of all works of the imagination, 
the idea seeming to be that the imagination always requires the hall of 
Life to be darkened before it displays its magic. Another form of the 
3ame misconception goes precisely to the opposite extreme, and declares 
that the advance of science, with its incidents is going to give a great 
lew revolutionized democratic literature.
Every art has its correlative science and especially do the lit- 
srary arts have their correlative science, the art of verse, its sciencjs 
of verse, the art of prose, its science of prose, and we know that no 
amount of genius will supply the lack of science in art. Phidias may be 
all afire with the conception of Jove, but unless he is a scientific 
nan to the extent of a knowledge of anatomy, he is no better artist 
than Strephon who can not mould the handle of a goblet. What is Bee­
thoven's genius until Beethoven has become a scientific man to the ex­
tent of knowing the sciences of Musical Form, of Orchestration, and of 
iarmony ?
But we might go on and ask what would be the worth of Shakspeareji 
enius unless he were a scientific man to the extent of knowing the 
science of English verse, or what would be George Eliot's genius unless 
she knew the science of English prose or the science of novel writing, 
a doubtful stir arises and it would seem as if a suspicion of some vaga^ e 
soteric difference between the relation of the literary art3 to their 
jorrelative sciences and the relation of other arts to their correla-
7tive sciences, influenced the general mind.
It has been said that science is to abolish the poet and the 
novel writers and all imaginative literature. It is surprising that in 
all the discussions upon this subject, the matter has been treated as 
belonging solely to the future. But surely life is too short for the 
folly of arguing from prophecy when we can argue from history, and it 
seems to me this question is determined. As a matter of fact, science 
has been already advancing with prodigious strides for two hundred and 
fifty years and side by side with it, English poetry has been advancing 
for the same period.
Surely whatever effect science has upon poetry can be traced 
during this long companionship. While Hooke and Wilkins and Newton and 
Horrox and the Herschels and Franklin and Davy and Faraday and the 
Darwins and Dalton and Huxley and many more have been penetrating into 
physical nature, Dryden, Pope, Byron, Burns, Wordsworth, Keats, Tenny­
son, Longfellow have been singing; while gravitation, oxygen,electro- 
nagnetism, the atomic theory, the spectroscope, the siren are being 
evolved, the Ode to St.Cecilia, the Essay on Man, Manfred, A man’s a 
nan for a* that, the Ode on Immortality,In memoriam, the Ode to a Night­
ingale, The Psalm of Life, are being written. If indeed we go over into 
Germany, there is Goethe, at once pursuing science and poetry. Now, if 
ve examine the course and progress of this poetry, born thus within the 
irery grasp and maw of this terrible science, it seems to me that we 
find- as to the substance of poetry- a steady increasing confidence and
8joy in the mission of the poet in the sacredness of faith and love and 
duty and friendship and in the sovereign fact of man's personality, 
while as to the form of the poetry, we find that just as science has 
pruned our faith, so it has primed our poetic form and technic, cutting 
away much unproductive wood and efflorescence and creating finer re­
serves and richer yields.
I might illustrate by showing how it has fared with Alfred Ten­
nyson. Certainly no more favorable selection could be made for those 
who believe in the destructiveness of science. Here is a man born in 
the midst of scientific activity, brought up and intimate with the 
first thinkers of his time, himself a notable scientific pursuer of 
botany and saturated by his reading with all the scientific conception; 
of his age. We are able to see from his own words that he is not igno­
rantly resisting the influences of science, but that he knows, reveres 
it and understands its precise place and function.
Then regarding Tennyson as fairly a representative victim of 
Science, we find him still preaching the poet's gospel of beauty as 
comprehending the Evangel of faith, hope and charity, only preaching 
It in those newer and finer forms with which science itself has endow­
ed him, we find his poetry just so much stronger and richer and riper 
by as much as he has been trained and beaten and disciplined with the 
stern questions which scientific speculation has put, questions which 
you will find presented in their most sombre terribleness in Tennyson' 3  
Two Voices; and finally we find him steadily regarding science as know-
9ledge which only the true poet can vivify into wisdom.
The great modern novelist is at once scientific and poetic; and 
here* it seems to me in the novel we have the meeting, the reconcilia­
tion, the kiss, of science and poetry. For example; George Eliot, hav­
ing with those keen eyes of hers collected and analyzed and sorted 
many facts of British life, binds them together into a true and poetic 
synthesis in,for instance Daniel Deronda, when instead of giving us 
the ultimate relations of all her facts in the shape of a formula like 
that of evolution, she gives them to us in the beautiful creation of 
Gwendolen Harleth and all the other striking forms which move through 
the book as embodiments in flesh and blbod of the scientific relations 
between all her facts.
We have beautiful novels in the world,novels far from the ex­
perimental romances by which we are not perfected but inpected. Novels 
In which scientific harmony has passed into its heavenly after life of 
wisdom, novels in which the pure sense of poetic beauty is so tenderly 
drawn out.
I must mention here a book which occurs and which attaches it­
self by the oddest imaginable ties to what has been said to be the true 
meeting ground where the poetic imagination and the scientific imagi­
nation come together and incorporate themselves. Now to make the true 
novel- the work which takes all the miscellaneous products of scienti­
fic observation and carries them into a higher plane and incarnates 
them into the characters of a book, and makes them living flesh and
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blood like ourselves- to effect this there must be a true incorpora­
tion and merge of the scientific and poetic faculties into one; it is 
not sufficient if they work side by side like two horses abreast, thei 
union must not be mechanical, it must be chemical, producing a thing 
better than either alone. Now, the book, I mean, shows us the scienti­
fic faculty and the poetic faculty- working along together not merged, 
not chemically united,not lighting up matter like a star. It is "The 
Loves of the Plants", by Dr.Erasmus Darwin, grandfather I believe to 
our own grave and patient Charles Darwin. The Loves of the Plants- is 
practically a series of little novels in which the heroes and heroines 
belong to the vegetable world. Now all this the diligent and truly lov­
ing Doctor framed into poetry and poetry which so far as technical ex­
ecution goes is quite as good as the very best of the Pope school 
which it follows.
The evident learning of historians, in common with almost every 
other class of writers, at the present day toward the theory of evolu 
tion, is great and so much is expected of them on account of this the 
ory, that if they were practically to disregard it, in writing history, 
they would be almost left without readers. I might go further and say, 
that the tendency to connect the facts of history with the over rul­
ing operations of law is fast breaking down the barriers which sepa­
rate our views of the government of the material world from those we 
hold concerning the affairs of man; so that it is safe to predict that 
the time is not far distant when from a philosophical point of view,
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no very perceptible difference will be seen between the forces which 
control the conduct and career of nations and those which preside over 
the movements and revolutions of planets.
In view of this overshadowing influence it were useless to touch 
upon the minor disturbances which science is producing upon history.
It may almost be described as the grand motive power which in our day 
is dragging the car of history along with it, as it drags all the rest 
in the train of literature. Whether they are the luxurious palace-cars 
like poetry and history, furnished with all the elegance which man's 
inventive genius has been accumulating for centuries and which only 
the richly endowed may enter, or whether they are the plainer passengei 
cars like fiction and eloquence filled with a group of motley charact­
ers, of greater or less pretensions and importance and tricked out in 
a variety of costumes, they are all whirled along over the same road, 
obedient to the impulse given them by the mighty machine which stands 
or rather flies, at the head of the train.
The highest aim of science is to discover the truths of nature. 
Literature aspiring to something similar to this recognizes the highesl 
merit of literary composition in what is called its "truth to nature."
In delineations of character, in descriptions of scenery, in the 
skillful weaving together of the component parts of a play or a novel, 
in the birth of sentiment or in the happy turn given to an expression. 
What we most admire is the writer's adherence to certain rules or stan­
dards that have the closest conformity with what we observe in the in-
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ternal or external world. Prom what we perceive in ourselves or in 
things around us, we derive the measure and guage of all literary excel, 
lence. True, our own perceptions are trained and quickened by the 
thoughts and perceptions of othersj so that what we read or hear, aids 
us in correcting, enlarging or refining our literary judgment.
But we must be able to combine empirical tests with subjective 
analysis before the intellectual process can be completed which auth­
orizes us to determine whether any given production reaches that high­
er grade of excellence implied in its being "true to nature."
All that the most fastidious reader can ask in an author is a 
certain similitude to nature. He never looks for anything more than 
what is called plausibility. What seems to be true satisfies him as 
well as what is true. How opposite to this the mental discipline and 
research required of the scientist.1 No illusions or half truths can 
ever satisfy this mind. Engaged in prolonged labors to find out the 
laws of natural phenomena, he counts nothing as gained so long as these 
remain undiscovered. One after the other chimeras vanish from his mind 
theories are tried, only to be discarded, if found not to fit in with 
facts- verifications from many opposite quarters are applied to test 
the value of a given hypothesis and if after all any of these are seen 
to be at variance with it, the hypothesis is abandoned, though it may 
have been cherished with all the ardor of a first and only affection.
Among poets such men as Tennyson, among historians such men as 
Buckle and among critics such men as Taine have availed themselves of
13
the help that could be obtained from science to their genius, while by 
differentiating the condition of man in some of the most important par­
ticulars science has so wrought upon his character and destiny as to 
render it possible for such splendid intellects as Goethe, Dickens and 
Victor Hugo to say something original of him.
For, if you strip their pages of what may be called their scien­
tific coloring, if you take away what directly or indirectly may be 
traced to the magic web which science has woven all through the affairs 
of modern life, you strip them of much of their witchery and of most 
of their originality.
Now, without going into particulars, we may say in general that 
the way in which science has wrought this great reform and revolution 
in literature has been by widening our survey of both man and nature.
From a being of comparative insignificance ruled by the rod of 
a tyrant or made the sport of demons, whose view of things were bound­
ed by the narrowest horizen, she has transformed man into a being of 
the highest order of which we have any knowledge, having risen to it 
by the operation of laws that have been unfolding and the range of his 
vision enlarging until he has been able to find some clew to his ori­
gin and some interpretation of natural laws that before were a mystery 
to him.
By the aid of what may be considered a sort of "second sight," 
namely instruments of his own invention he has been enabled to explore 
the remotest bounds of creation, thus literally opening to himself a
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new heaven and a new earth. With the telescope he has reached the most 
oistant planets, with the spectroscope he has discovered many of their 
constituent elements and with the microscope he has penetrated into th? 
secrets of the minutest forms of insect life.
Any inquiry at the present day into the relations of modern sci• 
entific thought to literature, must in great part be guided by hints, 
signs and presages. The time has not yet come when it may be possible 
to perceive in complete outline the significance of science for the 
imagination and the emotions of men, but that the significance is larg ; 
and deep we cannot doubt.
Literature proper indeed, the literature of power, as De Q,uincy 
named it, in distinction from the literature of knowledge»may from one 
point of view, be described as essentially now-scientific and even 
anti-scientific. To ascertain and communicate facts is the object of 
science, to quicken our life into a higher consciousness through the 
feelings is the function of art and literature. But though knowing and 
feeling affect us as other than the same fact expressed in terms of 
knowing, yet our emotions rest on and are controlled by our knowledge.
Whatever modifies our intellectual conceptions powerfully in 
due time affects Art and Literature powerfully. Art and Literature are 
aroused by every discovery of a new fact, every modification of old 
theory, which in open or occult ways can enter into connection with 
human emotion.
If, then our views of external nature, of man, his past history
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his possible future- if our conceptions of God and His relation to the 
universe are being profoundly modified by science, it may be taken for 
certain that Art and Literature must in due time put themselves in har> 
mony with the altered conceptions of the intellect. A great poet is 
great and possesses a sway over the spirits of men, because he has per­
ceived vividly and received powerful impressions from some of the chieT 
facts of the world and the main issues of life. He is, therefore deeply 
concerned about truth, and in his fashion is a seeker after truth. 
vVhen, in an age of incoherent systems and dissolving faiths, artists 
devote themselves, as they say, to art for art's sake and their ideal 
of beauty ceases to be the emanation or irradiated form of justice, of 
charity and of truth, it is because in such a period no great Art is 
possible and Art works as Comte has well said, only "to keep its own 
high order of faculties from atrophy and oblivion."
Persons who are exclusively intellectual, and have no feeling 
for Art or Literature often seem to suppose that while science delights 
in what is clear and definite, Poetry and Art and Literature delight 
in what is vague and dim.
Apt illustrations of the artist’s love of definite conceptions 
are afforded by the great epic, of mediaeval Catholicism and by the 
great epic of the Puritan poet of England, Dante's serious concern 
about scientific truth and Milton's demand for imaginative distinct­
ness and definiteness are alike apparent. The Copernican Astronomy was 
already possessing itself of the intellect of the time, but the im-
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agination was as yet too little familiar with it to permit of Milton's 
accepting it as the foundation of his poetical scheme of things.
These illustrations of the desire felt by great artists for im­
agination, clearness and definiteness have led us in the direction of 
one side of our more proper subject, and we might naturally now go on 
to ask, How have the alterations in our cosmical conceptions effected 
by science manifested themselves in literature? But a difficulty sug­
gests itself which it may be worth while to consider as regards exter­
nal nature. *The materials for the poet's, and artists use are given by 
the senses, and no scientific truth, no discovery of the intellect can 
effect any alteration in the appearance of things in which lies the 
truth for the sense. However the Copernican theory may have been veri­
fied, still to our eyes each morning the sun rises over the eastern 
hills. Each evening our eyes behold him sinking down the west, so it 
has been found from the first, so it must be to the end.
No one of course will question that the appearance of things as 
presented by the senses remain,if not absolutely yet for the most part 
constant and are unaffected by the rectification by science of our 
mode of conceiving them.
There is an ideal element, an invisible element which unites 
itself to our perceptions and while the elements which may be called 
the material one remains constant; this ideal element is subject to 
continual variation and development.
If our unrectified senses give seeming testimony to any thing,
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it is to the fixity of the solid earth beneath our feet.But the know­
ledge that its motionlessness is only apparent leaves scope for the 
play of the ideal element derived from the conception of its ceaseless 
revolution, its stupendous whirl; and the imagination by its unifying 
power can bring together the two apparently antagonistic elements the 
seeming testimony of the senses and its correction by the intellect- 
and can make both subservient to the purpose of the heart. One more 
example of the perfect use by the imagination, for the service of the 
feelings, of a suggestion of science. Again it is the conception of the 
revolving earth, with its unceasing monotony of motion which asserts 
a power to exalt and vivify human passion.
But, besides the modification or replacement of our perceptions 
through the presence of an ideal element, the cosmical idea of modern 
science have in themselves an independent value for the imagination. 
Under Dante's planetary spheres we move with some discomfort, we have 
flown in thought so freely and so far. The universe as arranged by the 
mediaeval poet is indeed skillfully contrived but the whole thing look3 
somewhat like an ingenious toy.
For vast massing of light and darkness "Paradise Lost" can hard­
ly be surpassed. While Milton's outward eye was active, it was charmed 
by the details of the sweet English landscape about Horton. But it is 
for spirit that Milton reserves all that is greatest in the ideas of 
force and motion. He is still in the main mediaeval in his conception 
of the material cosmos. It needed for masters a Galileo, a Kepler, a
18
Newton, to liberate and sustain the imagination for such a flight, so 
pauseless, so passionate.
The displacement of the earth from the centre of the universe 
and its being launched into space as one of the least important of its 
brother wanderers around the sun was followed by consequences for the­
ology and morals as well as for poetry. The Ohurch was right in her 
presentiment of a reformation as alarming as that of Luther, about to 
be affected by science. The infallible authority of the Holy See was 
to be encountered by the infallible authority of the astronomer and 
his telescope, a new order of prophets suitable to the West as the old 
prophets had been to the East,was about to arise, prophets who would 
speak what was given to them by observation and valid inference. And 
they declared and men of the Renaissance listened gladly that the leg 
end was false which represented our earth as the centre of the sphere 
and as the criminal who had destroyed the harmony of the worlds.
The study of astrology, it has been said "may perhaps be regard 
as one of the last struggles of human egotism against the depressing 
sense of insignificance which the immensity of the universe must pro­
duce. "
d
To understand what appearance the world would present to the 
imagination of a people who gave law as small a place and irregularity 
as large a place as possible in their poetical conceptions of the uni­
verse, we have but to turn to the "Arabian Nights."
Nature is a kind of Alhambra, "a brilliant dream, a caprice of
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the genii who have made their sport with the network of stone'i with 
the fantastic arabesques, the fringes, the flying lines. Neither vari­
ety without unity, nor unity without variety, can content the imagina­
tion which is at one with the reason.
The sole poet of our Western civilization who possessed a true 
synthetic genius in science, together with the artistic genius in its 
highest form-Ooethe- represents in a well known passage,the spirit of 
the Earth plying with infinite complexity of action, yet to one harm­
onious result, the shuttles which we call causes, to weave the web of 
what we call effects; this is the true vision of the world to modern 
eyes.
This conception of the reign of law, amid which and under which 
we live,affects the emotions in various ways, at times it may cause 
despondency, but again it will correct this despondency and sustain 
the heart; now the tragical aspect will impress us of human will and 
passion contending with the great order of things, and again we shall 
more and more find occasion for joy and triumph in the co-operancy of 
the energies of humanity with those of their giant kindred light and 
motion, and heat and electricity and chemical affinity. Nor is this 
all; the recognition of the moral order to which we belong cannot but 
produce in any mind that dwells upon it an emotion which would be in­
tense if it were not so massive, and of the nature of mysticism were 
it not in the highest degree inspired by reason.
But not only is nature everywhere constant, uniform, orderly in
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its operations; all its parts constitute a whole. Nothing is added; 
nothing can be lost. Our Earth is no alien planet wandering nightwards 
to a destruction reserved for it alone. Everywhere throughout the uni 
verse- thus runs the speculation of science- organic or inorganic, lif 
less or living, vegetable or animal, intellectual or moral, on earth 
or in the unknown and unimaginable life, in the glittering worlds we 
gaze at with awe and delight, there is a consensus of action, an agree 
ment, a oneness. And what is the poet's confession? That the life of 
the least blossom in the most barren crevice is a portion of the great 
totality of being, that its roots are intertangled with the roots of 
humanity, that to give a full account of it would require a complete 
science of man, and a complete theology.
But perhaps no poetry expresses the cosmical feeling for nature 
incarnated by a myth of the imagination in the language of human pas­
sion, more wonderfully than the lyric dialogue which leads on to its 
close the last act of Shelley's "Prometheus Unbound."
The poet does not here gaze with awe at the mystery of life in 
a tiny blossom,although that too opens into the infinite,it is the 
great lovers, the earth and his paramour the moon, who celebrate their 
joy. The Titan has been at last delivered from the chain and the wing­
ed hounds of Jupiter.The benefactor of mankind is free, and the day of 
the doom and death of tyranny is arrived.
But it is not humanity alone which shall rejoice; the life of 
nature and the passion of man embrace with a genial vehemence. Such
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poetry as this is Indeed what Wordsworth declared true poetry to be, 
the breath and finer spirit of all knowledge, the impassioned express­
ion which is in the countenance of all science. All that can thus be 
gained by the imagination from true science the imagination may ap­
propriate and vivify for the heart of man, free from the fear that mat­
ter is about to encroach upon us on every quarter and engulf the soul. 
Let those who have eyes look through them, then they may be useful; 
what is this but an assertion, justified by the most careful analysis 
that, the highest truths of science, and the highest truth of religion 
are one, and are both found in the consciousness of an inscrutable 
Power manifested to us through all external phenomena, and through our 
own intellect, affections, consceince and will?
Such passages as may be found in Byron, Goethe and Shelley's 
works make clear to us what kind of scientific inquiry and scientific 
result is faithful for the feelings and imagination of men.
In the history of the past of our globe and the remote history 
of the human race, what are the chief inspiring ideas for literature? 
One, which ia perhaps the most important idea of the scientific move­
ment, receives here a striking illustration- the idea of the relative 
as opposed to the absolute; secondly, we may note the idea of heredity • 
thirdly, the idea of human progress, itself subordinate to the more 
comprehensive doctrine of evolution.
A new school of historians, a new school of critics have appli­
ed in many and various directions this idea of historical relativity.
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Nor has it failed to exert an influence upon recent poetry.
In harmony with the feeling for the historically relative and 
also with the idea of progress, allowing as it does a right to its own 
place to each portion of the past, a poetry has appeared which, while 
remaining truly poetry, partakes of the critical, we might almost say 
the scientific spirit with reference to past developments of the race 
remote civilizations and extinct religious faith.
The romantic poetry, to which things mediaeval were so interest 
ing, has thus been taken in and enclosed by a poetry which thinks 
nothing alien that is human and interests itself in every age and everty 
land constituting thus a kind of imaginative criticism of religious 
races and civilizations. This direction in contemporary art is repre­
sented by the poet, excepting Victor Hugo, of highest distinction in 
France-Leconte de Lisle. His poetry, for the most part strictly objec 
tive, is not simply and frankly objective like the poetry of Scott, but 
rather sets itself down before some chosen object to make a complete 
imaginative study of it. Such poetry as this is not indicative of a 
retreat or recoil from our own time as was the poetry of sentimental 
mediaevalism; it is animated by an essentially modern motive.
The idea of human progress itself subordinate to the conception 
of evolution is the only one of scientific ideas of comparatively re­
cent date which has been long enough in the air to become a portion of 
the life of societies and hence it alone has become a great inspiring 
force in literature. The popular imagination was scarcely affected by
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the idea of progress until toward the close of the 18th century, when 
a new millenium seemed to be inaugurated by the French Revolution.
In English poetry, it did not manifest itself powerfully until 
it became the inspiration of the writings of Shelley. And in Shelley's 
poetry the idea of progress appears as a glorious apparition rather 
than as a substantial reality; it appears like the witch in ''Manfred'' 
beneath the sun-bow of the torrent and here the torrent is the French 
Revolution.
For the idea of progress with Shelley was the revolutionary, 
not the scientific idea. Among the chief democratic writers of Europe, 
with Victor Hugo, George Sand and others, the idea has had something 
of the force of a new religion. And in some at least of these writers 
the passionate aspect of the revolutionary conception of progress as­
sociates itself with the sustaining and controlling power of the sci­
entific idea.
In English poetry the scientific idea hardly appears earlier 
than in Lord Tennyson's writings and certainly no where in English 
poetry does it obtain a more faithful and impressive rendering. Tenny­
son has none of the passion which makes the political enthusiast,none 
of the winged spiritual ardor which is proper to the poet of transcen­
dentalism. But his poetry exhibits a well-balanced moral nature,strong 
human affections, and added to these, such imaginative sympathy as a 
poet who is not himself capable of scientific thought may have with 
science, a delight in all that is nobly ordered, and a profound rever-
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ence for law. When dark fears assail him, and it is science that in­
spires and urges on such fears, Tennyson does not confront them as 
Browning might,armed with the sword of the spirit and the shield of 
faith, which that militant transcendental poet knows so well to put 
to use.
Tennyson's words "move upward, working out the be^ast" suggest 
the inquiry whether the scientific movement has modified, or is now 
modifying our moral conceptions. If it be so, the altered point of 
view must be discoverable through the works of great artists, for therj 
are few great artists who are not indirectly great ethical teachers, 
or if not teachers, inspirers.■And it is obvious that scientific habitj 
of thought must dispose men to seek for a natural rather than a mirac­
ulous or traditional foundation for morality, to seek for natural ra­
ther than arbitrary standards of right and wrong, and to dwell chiefly 
on the natural sanctions attached to well-doing and evil doing. The 
ancient law-givers received their authority and their code by special 
interposition, near secret stream or on open mountain top.
We look for ours in the heart of man, and through the observa­
tion of social phenomena.
